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at Greater Risk?
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Northeast Program Evaluation Center

In this study, we used data from national surveys of U.S. veterans and nonveterans to
investigate whether military service increased risk for incarceration compared to non-
veteran peers. White veterans aged thirty-five to fifty-four (early years of the All
Volunteer Force and the Vietnam era) were at higher risk for incarceration than white
nonveterans. Black and Hispanic veterans of these eras were generally at lower risk of
incarceration than age- and race-matched nonveterans. For all racial/ethnic groups, the
risk of incarceration among veterans compared to nonveterans declined among those
who served in the later years of the implementation of the All Volunteer Force. These
findings may reflect the disadvantaged backgrounds of recruits during the early imple-
mentation of the All Volunteer Force, from 1973 to 1980, and the improved quality of
personnel recruited after 1980. Among all males, the risk of incarceration was not ele-
vated among Vietnam-era and World War II veterans.
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Since the Vietnam War, there has been increasing concern about the impact of
military service and especially combat exposure on the well-being of veterans.

While much of the focus has been on the psychological effects of war zone service
and posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in particular,1 there has been simultaneous
attention to the risk of other adverse effects such as unexplained physical illness, as
in Gulf War Syndrome;2 unemployment;3 divorce;4 suicide;5 homelessness;6 and
incarceration.7 Male veterans may be at greater risk of incarceration than men in the
general population as a result of mental health conditions such as PTSD but also
from difficulties reintegrating into civilian society after extensive periods of time
away from civilian employment and supportive social networks. Several studies have
suggested that mental health problems including PTSD, substance abuse, and other
psychiatric disorders may be risk factors for imprisonment among veterans.8
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It has also been noted that an estimated 19 to 20 percent of incarcerated veterans
report past exposure to combat,9 and some studies suggest that incarcerated veterans
are more likely to have been involved in combat than nonincarcerated veterans.10 In
addition, some studies suggest that greater exposure to combat is associated with a
higher frequency of violent acts, expressed hostility,11 and antisocial behavior,12

which may also increase the risk of incarceration.
Many veterans have difficulty making the transition from the military to civilian

society, and these difficulties in and of themselves may increase the risk of incar-
ceration.13 Veterans have been shown to suffer from such problems as unemployment
and underemployment,14 alienation and difficulties in “putting the war behind
them,”15 and social isolation.16 Vietnam veterans in particular are described as hav-
ing suffered from reintegration difficulties because of their negative homecoming
experience,17 the controversial nature of the war they fought,18 and their relative
youth at the time of entry into military service.19

The few studies that have directly examined veterans’ involvement in the crimi-
nal justice system report mixed findings. Three surveys found that compared to their
civilian peers, veterans who served in the Vietnam theater had higher arrest rates20

and greater criminal-justice system involvement.21 Card also found that both
Vietnam-theater and Vietnam-era veterans had higher conviction rates than non-
veterans.22 A review by Beckerman and Fontana23 concluded that most studies indi-
cate that Vietnam theater veterans (i.e., those who served in the war zone) have
higher arrest rates than nonveterans but that Vietnam era veterans (those who served
during the period of war but who did not serve in a war zone) do not have higher
arrest rates. On the other hand, a United States Department of Justice study that used
data on veterans from all periods of service found that they were incarcerated at less
than half the rate of adult male nonveterans.24

Past studies have been limited by their lack of focus on how the relative risk of
incarceration among veterans as compared to nonveterans varies across age and
racial or ethnic subgroups. Minorities and younger adult men are at substantially
greater risk of incarceration than other men, and veterans are underrepresented
among younger men while including a growing proportion of minorities. In this
study, we use data from a national survey of United States inmates and data from the
2000 decennial census to compare the relative risk of incarceration of male veterans
as compared to nonveterans, stratified by age and race/ethnic subgroups.

Methods

This study was based on an analysis of the relative risk of incarceration among
veterans and nonveterans using data from a survey of prisoners and census data from
the general population.
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Data Source

The data presented here are derived from the 1997 Survey of Inmates in State and
Federal Correctional Facilities25 and the 2000 decennial census.26 The Survey of
Inmates was carried out by the Bureau of the Census for the Bureau of Justice
Statistics of the United States Department of Justice. The survey provided nationally
representative data on United States inmates held at state and federally operated pris-
ons. The interviews were conducted from June through October 1997.27

The sample design for the survey was a stratified two-stage selection, with pris-
ons selected first and then inmates chosen from those in the selected prisons. The
selection involved several steps for both prisons and inmates. First, for the 1,262
state prisons, the thirteen largest male prisons and the seventeen largest female pris-
ons were selected. A list of the remaining 1,265 state male prisons and 261 state
female prisons was stratified by census region (Northeast except New York, New
York, Midwest, South except Texas, Texas, West except California, and California).
The prisons within each of these regions were then classified by facility type (con-
finement or community based), security intensity (five levels), and size. From this
list, 250 additional state prisons were randomly selected.

Federal prisons were chosen in an analogous manner. The largest male prison and
the two largest female prisons were selected to be in the sample. The remaining pris-
ons were stratified by security level and ordered within a stratum by population size,
and then thirty-seven additional federal prisons were randomly selected (for further
details, see Department of Justice 200028).

In the second stage of sample selection, inmates in state prisons were randomly
selected from a list provided by each prison. The total number of prisoners selected
at each state prison was based on prison size and the gender of the prison inmates.
A total of 12,269 males and 3,116 females were sampled from state prisons. For fed-
eral prisons, the sample was drawn in two stages to make sure that non–drug offend-
ers would be included in the sample in large enough numbers to be analyzed. First,
5,854 males and 1,875 females were randomly selected from a central list using a
random start and a predetermined sample interval. Next, from these 7,729 inmates,
one in every three drug offenders and all the non–drug offenders were selected,
resulting in a sample of federal prisoners that consisted of 3,525 males and 954
females.

Of the 1,526 United States prisons, 320 (280 state and forty federal) were
selected. Only three prisons refused to participate, and two closed before interview-
ing began. These five prisons were all-female facilities. Of the inmates incarcerated
at the selected prisons, 19,984 were randomly chosen for an interview (from a total
United States prison population of 970,526 prisoners). Interviews were completed
for 18,326 inmates. Each interview was an hour long and used computer-assisted
personal interviewing. Inmates were assured of confidentiality.
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The survey was weighted to account for the sampling design and nonresponse.
The weights were used to estimate population-level numbers of veterans and
nonveterans within each age and race/ethnic category. We restricted the sample to
men because of the low number of female inmates who had served in the military.
After removing women, the population of inmates used for our analysis was
1,075,202, of whom 144,511 (13.4 percent) were veterans.

Two files were extracted from the census. The first included data on age, race, and
gender of all United States veterans, while the second contained comparable data on
nonveterans. Both extracts also included a variable that was used to weight the sur-
veyed cases so as to generate estimates of the total United States population. All
individuals in these two extracts were seventeen years and older. So that the age of
individuals analyzed in the census data matched that of those of the inmate sample,
seventeen- and eighteen-year-olds were removed from the two census extracts. Thus,
we began with an estimated general population of 189,724,726 in 2000 that was
reduced to 75,253,678 by the exclusion of women and individuals younger than
nineteen. These exclusions reduced the total veteran population for analyses from
26,568,966 to 24,965,550, 33 percent of males nineteen and older.

Measures

Three measures were used in our analysis: age, race/ethnicity, and for inmates, an
indicator of service in the armed forces. Since the inmate survey was conducted three
years before the United States census, three years were added to the inmates’ ages to
represent their age in 2000 and thus to maintain the comparability of the prisoner data
with that of the census. Age was summarized in six categories: nineteen to twenty-four,
twenty-five to thirty-four, thirty-five to forty-four, forty-five to fifty-four, fifty-five to
sixty-four, and sixty-five and older. Two rules were used to classify individuals into one
of the following four race and ethnic categories: whites, blacks, Hispanics, and Other.
First, respondents who reported more than one racial category were classified as Other.
Second, Hispanics, regardless of their racial category, were classified as Hispanic. The
first rule was only applied to the census data, since the inmate data did not specify more
than one racial category for an individual.

Analysis

There were several steps to the analysis. First, for descriptive purposes, we cal-
culated the percentage of all veterans who were in prison for each age and race/
ethnicity category.

Next, we determined the percentage of veterans among men in prison and among
men in the general population by age and race/ethnicity, and we calculated the risk ratio
for each age and race/ethnicity category, that is, the ratio of the number of prisoners who
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were veterans to the number of prisoners that would be expected to be veterans given
their representation in the general population. Ratios greater than one indicate more vet-
erans in prison than might be expected based on their proportions in the general popu-
lation. A two-sided score test distributed on a standard normal distribution was then
used to determine whether the risk ratio was significantly different from one.29

Results

Veteran Incarceration Rate

For all four racial/ethnic groups, the percentage of veterans that were incarcerated
peaked in the thirty-five to forty-four age group, with very low levels of incarcera-
tion for the youngest and oldest age groups (Table 1). Black veterans were far more
likely to be incarcerated than veterans of other racial/ethnic groups. Hispanics were
incarcerated at rates that were less than half that of blacks, regardless of age. The
incarceration rate of whites ranged from one-fourth to one-third that of blacks across
age groups. Those veterans who were classified as Other were incarcerated at simi-
lar rates to whites. 

Proportion of Veterans in Federal and State Prisons
and the General Population

The top two panels of Table 2 show the proportion of veterans among age and
race/ethnic categories of incarcerated men and among men in the general population.
There is a substantial increase by age in the percentage of men who are veterans
among both inmates and in the general population, reflecting the large percentage of
men who served in World War II and during the Korean and Vietnam conflicts.
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Table 1
Percentage of Male Prisoners among United States Veterans

by Age and Race in 2000

Age

Race/Ethnicity 19–24 25–34 35–44 45–54 55–64 65 and >

Whites .19 .71 1.12 .59 .25 .07
Blacks .54 2.90 4.77 2.85 .98 .20
Hispanics .00 .93 2.17 1.14 .28 .19
Other .00 .35 1.45 .82 .23 .22
All males .20 1.05 1.83 .86 .30 .08
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Veterans’ Actual to Expected Rate of Incarceration

The bottom panel of Table 2 shows the ratio of the percentage of prisoners who
are veterans to the proportion expected from their representation in the general pop-
ulation, for specific age and race/ethnic categories. A significantly greater number of
white veterans aged thirty-five to forty-four and forty-five to fifty-four were incar-
cerated than would be expected (risk ratios of 1.42 and 1.23, respectively). In contrast,
the risk ratio for white veterans aged twenty-five to thirty-four was modestly but
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Table 2
Percentage of Male Veterans in Federal and State Prisons and in the General

Population as well as the Relative Risk Ratio of Being Imprisoned for
Veterans as Compared to Nonveterans

Age

Percentage of Prison and Jail Population

Race/Ethnicity 19–24 25–34 35–44 45–54 55–64 65 and >

Whites 1.9 8.3 18.8 39.5 43.7 73.0
Blacks 0.5 4.2 14.2 24.2 23.0 29.5
Hispanic 0.0 1.9 8.2 12.0 7.7 36.6
Other 0.0 2.1 19.3 27.7 27.7 50.0
All males 0.7 4.8 14.9 28.5 31.2 56.3

Percentage of General Population

Whites 2.8 10.1 13.2 32.1 46.3 69.2
Blacks 2.7 11.9 19.7 31.0 33.8 50.2
Hispanic 1.6 4.4 7.6 16.1 20.4 31.8
Other 2.1 5.7 9.0 18.2 24.0 35.8
All males 2.5 9.0 13.0 29.7 42.1 64.3

Risk Ratioa

Race/Ethnicity 19–24 25–34 35–44 45–54 55–64 65 and >

Whites .68 .82* 1.42** 1.23** .94 1.06
Blacks .20** .35** .72** .78** .68** .59**
Hispanic .43** 1.08 .74* .38**
Other .36* 2.13** 1.52* .76
All males .30** .53** 1.15** .96 .74** .88*

a. Blank spots indicate that the expected value for the number of veterans in prison or the total number of
prisoners minus the expected number of veterans in prison was five or less. For the estimated z score and
significance level to be meaningful, these values must be greater than five. Hispanics seventeen to twenty-
four was zero since there were no veterans in prison from this category.
* < .05. ** < .001.
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significantly lower than expected (.82), and incarceration rates for white veterans older
than fifty-five were not significantly different than expected.

In contrast with whites, no cohort of black or Hispanic veterans showed signifi-
cantly higher than expected risk of incarceration. In fact, with the exception of
Hispanic veterans thirty-five to forty-four years old, the risk of incarceration among
black and Hispanic veterans was significantly less than would be expected from their
representation in the general population. Risk ratios for black veterans ranged from
.20 to .78. Risk ratios for Hispanic veterans were generally similar, ranging from .38
to .74, with the exception of the thirty-five to forty-four age group, which had a non-
significant risk ratio of 1.08. The results for those veterans classified as Other were
mixed. Within the thirty-five to forty-four and forty-five to fifty-four age groups, the
risk ratio showed a large and significant risk; while the twenty-five to thirty-four and
the fifty-five to sixty-four age groups had lower than expected risk, only the twenty-
five to thirty-four age group’s was significantly so.

Combining all racial/ethnic groups together, veterans in the thirty-five to forty-four
age group had a greater risk of incarceration than expected (1.15), while veterans of all
other age groups except those aged forty-five to fifty-four were incarcerated at signif-
icantly less than expected rates, particularly those in the nineteen to twenty-four age
group (.30) and in the twenty-five to thirty-four age group (.53).

Discussion

This study examined the relative risk of incarceration among veterans as com-
pared to nonveterans through a comparison of the proportion of veterans in age and
race/ethnic subgroups of imprisoned men and men in the general population. White
veterans aged thirty-five to forty-four and forty-five to fifty-four were represented in
the prison population at a rate that was greater than expected. These two groups of
veterans are likely to have served during two quite different periods of military ser-
vice. Veterans who were forty-five to fifty-four years old in 2000 would have been
nineteen years old (the typical age of enlistment) between 1965 and 1974, the
primary years of entry into military service during the Vietnam conflict. In contrast,
veterans aged thirty-five to forty-four in 2000 would have been nineteen between
1975 and 1984, during the early years of the All Volunteer Force (AVF).

The higher risk ratios for white veterans aged thirty-five to forty-four may be
associated with the recruitment processes during the early period of the AVF, in
which the reliance on volunteers was associated with a reduction in the quality of
military personnel.30 The lack of pay comparability with civilian jobs and an improv-
ing civilian job market during the early years of the AVF as well as the loss of GI
bill benefits in 1976 reduced recruit quality during this period.31 Studies comparing
military volunteers during the early phase of the AVF to civilians of the same
age found that AVF volunteers had slightly lower socioeconomic status than their
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nonveteran peers,32 poorer intellectual-aptitude test scores,33 a lower likelihood of
high school graduation,34 and greater problems with substance abuse.35 Analysis
of data from the 1980 Epidemiologic Catchment Area (ECA) study also found that
in comparison to white nonveterans of the same age, white veterans of the immedi-
ate post-Vietnam period had higher prevalence of psychiatric illnesses, substance
abuse, and antisocial personality disorders.36

Although these findings may help account for the high risk of incarceration of
white veterans who served in the early period of the AVF era, they do not explain
why older white Vietnam era veterans were also at such a high relative risk for incar-
ceration while minority veterans were not. One possible explanation is that white
veterans during the Vietnam era have a particularly high prevalence of PTSD and
other psychiatric or substance abuse disorders. However, data from the 1990 ECA
study indicate that although white Vietnam-era veterans had higher levels of sub-
stance abuse disorders than nonveterans, they did not significantly differ from civil-
ians with regard to psychiatric disorders. Additionally, data from the ECA study
indicate that minority veterans of the Vietnam era had a similarly greater prevalence
of substance abuse disorders than their civilians peers,37 yet these veterans were not
at greater risk for incarceration than civilians. Another possible explanation for our
findings is that exposure to combat and resultant PTSD increased the risk of incar-
ceration among white veterans. However, both black and Hispanic Vietnam-theater
veterans had more severe combat exposure than white Vietnam-theater veterans and
higher rates of PTSD but do not show significantly higher rates of incarceration than
their nonveteran peers.38

An alternative explanation is that white Vietnam-era veterans were less well off
than equivalently aged white civilians at the time of their entry into the military,
while minority Vietnam-era veterans were better off than their peers. In the years
preceding the Vietnam era (i.e., 1950 to 1966), 54 percent of blacks were rejected by
the military because of low scores on the Armed Forces Qualification Test, while
only 19 percent of whites were rejected.39 During the Vietnam era, white recruits
were poorer than other white males, while black recruits had higher family incomes
than comparable civilians.40 In addition, fathers of white Vietnam-era veterans were
more likely to have had blue-collar jobs and to be less well educated than fathers of
white civilians of the same age, while the fathers of black Vietnam-era veterans had
roughly similar occupations to and were better educated than the fathers of equiva-
lently aged nonveterans.41

Indicators of the postwar experiences of veterans and nonveterans may also help
explain these observed differences. In 1977, white Vietnam-era veterans were less
well educated than their peers, while black Vietnam-era veterans were better edu-
cated than their peers,42 primarily because black Vietnam veterans took greater
advantage of veterans’ educational benefits.43 Of related interest is that in 1977,
the weekly wage rate of black Vietnam-era veterans exceeded that of their peers
by forty-two dollars, while the difference between white Vietnam-era veterans and
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nonveterans was only nineteen dollars.44 Sociological characteristics other than
combat exposure seem to better explain the greater risk of incarceration for white
(but not black) Vietnam veterans as compared to their age-matched peers.

For all periods except the immediate post-Vietnam era, the representation of
black and Hispanic veterans in the prison population was significantly lower than
expected, suggesting either that benefits of military service, such as education or
training, are of special benefit to blacks and Hispanics or that black and Hispanic
veterans were better off than their peers when they entered military service. With
respect to the former, military service has been judged to be especially beneficial for
minorities because it may remove them from environments with few resources, pro-
vides a relatively level competitive field, and offers an experience working in a large
organization with members of other racial/ethnic groups.45 Many studies have shown
that military service is more beneficial for minorities than for whites with respect to
future earnings and job prospects, although the findings seem to be strongest for
studies of those who served in World War II and the Korean War.46 A more recent
study that used 1987 enlistment data found that black enlistees were drawn dispro-
portionately from areas in which black family incomes are relatively high. This pat-
tern was reversed for all recruits. This study also found that black enlistees had better
educational qualifications than their peers, which was not the case for whites.47

These differences still existed in 2002, when more than 95 percent of all new mili-
tary recruits (both whites and minorities) and about 85 percent of white civilians had
either a high school diploma or a general equivalency diploma (GED), as contrasted
with only 74 percent of black and 60 percent of Hispanic civilians.48 It is important
to keep in mind that although these factors appear to be associated with a lower rel-
ative risk of incarceration among minority veterans, black veterans, especially, were
still found to have higher incarceration rates than white veterans.

One last trend of note is that the relative risk of incarceration dropped dramatically
for all veterans, particularly minorities, who served during later periods of the AVF
(i.e., the two youngest age groups). This trend may reflect the increasing success of the
military in the 1980s and 1990s in recruiting higher quality personnel as a result of
increased pay and benefits, enlistment incentives, more experience and skill in recruit-
ing better qualified volunteers, and higher youth unemployment during parts of this
period.49 It is also possible that the implementation of a “zero tolerance” policy toward
illicit drug use among military personnel in the 1980s lowered rates of substance abuse
among veterans.50 Improvements in the quality of military personnel are also indicated
by greater high school graduation rates and higher scores on the Armed Forces
Qualification Tests among recruits as compared to nonrecruits in recent years.51

Limitations

There are two potential limitations of our study that deserve comment. First, we
may not have fully captured the number of incarcerated individuals, since individuals
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who were incarcerated in county jails were not included in the survey. Additionally,
imprisoned veterans may not identify themselves as veterans for fear of losing ben-
efits for themselves or their families.52 However, racial and ethnic subgroups should
not have been differently affected by this issue.

Second, increasing the age of the inmates by three years to maintain the compa-
rability of the prisoner data with those of the census may have affected our results.
To the degree that younger people are at greater risk for incarceration, the number of
prisoners in older age groups may have been somewhat inflated.

Conclusion

After peaking in the immediate post-Vietnam cohort of veterans, we found sub-
stantial declines in the relative risk of incarceration among veterans in recent cohorts
across all racial and ethnic groups. These findings are best explained by changing
patterns of recruitment and especially by changes in the quality of recruits after the
implementation of the AVF in 1973. White veterans aged thirty-five to fifty-four
were at significantly higher risk of incarceration than their peers, while black and
Hispanic veterans were generally at lower risk for incarceration than their peers for
all age groups. These findings are likely caused by differences in selectivity across
racial and ethnic subgroups when it came to recruitment, with black and Hispanic
recruits’ tending to be better off than their peers and the opposite’s being true for
white recruits.
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